
 

Key Priorities for the Nursing Profession in London 
 

Our local community relies on its nursing staff – and not just in a pandemic. Their extraordinary work, 
even during more ordinary times, saves lives and leaves a great legacy on people’s health and 
wellbeing.  

In the last year, their work has smashed the outdated stereotypes about nursing. Everybody has seen – 
day after day – the leadership, skill and dedication of those who choose to work in nursing.  

They are the largest part of the country’s health workforce – working in hospitals, clinics, in social 
care, around our local areas, in people’s own homes, schools and many other places. And the pandemic 
has revealed just how much the NHS, social care and other services need to pull together to keep our 
people safe and cared for.  

When people vote in May’s elections, they will have the last 12 months in mind. Nursing staff will look 
for candidates who put the experience and needs of the profession at the heart of their pledges on 
how our local area and its services will rebuild and recover in the coming years.  

It will require great investment and large-scale support from politicians. Our best work – from 
preventing ill health, right through to palliative care – has the greatest potential when those in power 
make it their priority too.  

London's nursing community in numbers 
 
In the NHS in London, there are approximately 97,300 registered nurses, health visitors, and nursing 
support workers. 1  They work across a range of roles and settings, including in acute hospitals, in 
schools and out in the community.  Furthermore, there are also thousands more nursing staff working 
in social care settings, including in care homes across London.    

The Mayor of London's responsibilities for protecting 
patients and supporting the capital's nursing workforce 
 
Although the Mayor has no responsibility for delivering or commissioning health and care services, 
they have a unique position to challenge and champion these vital services on behalf of Londoners.  
While the Mayor has no direct powers or responsibility for nurse recruitment and retention, they do 
have levers that directly affect the system’s ability to recruit and retain nursing staff, such as on 
housing and transport policies.   

Speak Up for Nursing  
 

We’re calling on all mayoral candidates to commit to supporting the capital's nursing workforce and 
#speakupfornursing. Our key priorities are:  

Publicly support the RCN's Fair Pay For Nursing Campaign 
 

The government’s current proposal for a 1% pay rise for nursing staff in the NHS2 is unacceptable. If 
the Pay Review Body accepts the government view, a pay award as poor as this would amount to only 
an extra £3.50 per week take-home pay for an experienced nurse.  The Mayor must act as a pay 
champion and publicly call on central government to award a fair and meaningful pay rise to all 



 
nursing staff in the NHS to reflect their skills and professionalism, and their dedication over the last 
year in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic in the capital.    
 
The RCN’s Fair Pay For Nursing campaign aims to secure a fully-funded 12.5% pay increase for all 
nursing staff covered by Agenda for Change terms, as part of a one-year deal that applies equally to 
all bands.  In response to the Government’s initial proposal, the RCN has set up a £35 million industrial 
action fund to provide some compensation for loss of earnings and campaigning in case a resolution 
cannot be achieved.   
 
London’s nursing staff feel increasingly financially insecure as nursing pay has not kept pace with the 
cost of living and working in London.  In a survey of our members in 2019, 59% of respondents told us 
they felt less financially stable compared to the previous 12 months.3 Furthermore, in a survey in May 
2020, 77% of respondents said improved pay is key to making them feel more valued.4  

Advocate for and hold government and providers to account 
for increasing nurse staffing levels in London to ensure safe 
and effective patient care 
 

The Mayor of London must ensure the capital’s health care system has enough nursing staff, with the 
right skills, at the right time and in the right place to provide safe and effective patient care for 
Londoners.    
 
Before COVID-19, London’s nursing workforce was already in crisis.  Currently, there are nearly 8,500 
nurse vacancies in the NHS alone, and thousands more in social care.5  COVID-19 highlighted the real-
life consequences of London’s nursing workforce shortage.  It demonstrated how years of poor 
workforce planning and underinvestment left the capital’s health care system short of nursing staff at 
a time when Londoners needed them most; for example, we need far more critical care nurses.   
 
The impact of London’s nursing shortage will also undermine the health and care system’s ability to 
address the increasing backlog of patients who need care as a result of services being paused due to 
COVID-19.  For example, demand for mental health services is expected to increase substantially, 
particularly for children and young people.  However, the ability of the capital’s health system to 
respond will be restricted as there are currently 2,210 vacant mental health nursing posts in the NHS.6  
This is further compounded by the trauma nursing staff themselves are experiencing as a result of 
nursing through COVID-19 and the impact this will have on retaining nursing staff.  A survey of more 
than 4,000 RCN London members showed that 38% respondents are considering leaving or intending 
to leave the profession.7   
 
A new independent report, commissioned by the Greater London Authority, on the Integrated Care 
Systems in London highlighted that workforce constraints remain the biggest risk for health and care 
in London.8  It noted low retention rates for nurses under 25 being identified and London’s high cost of 
living as a significant problem.  The King’s Fund recommended that a comprehensive workforce plan is 
needed to ensure that health and social care services across the city have access to the workforce 
they need for the future.9  
 
Finally, Our Vision for London set out an ambitious target to grow London’s nursing workforce by more 
than 8,000 by 2024, and by 2028, reduce the nursing vacancy rate by 5%.  There has been no 
demonstrable improvement or action taken to meet this target.10 

 

https://www.rcn.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/fair-pay-for-nursing


 

Putting the health, safety, and wellbeing of nursing staff at 
the centre of London's COVID-19 recovery plans 
 

COVID-19 recovery plans for London must include a package of practical support and respite to 
support the health and wellbeing of the capital’s nursing community.   
  
Nursing staff have been at the forefront of responding to the pandemic and the profession 
demonstrated its unique contribution, skills, and professionalism.  However, the health and wellbeing 
of nursing staff has been severely impacted by nursing through COVID, particularly those from Black, 
Asian and minority ethnic groups, who have been disproportionally affected.  The mental health and 
resilience of the capital’s nursing staff are being further tested: 55% of our members said that COVID-
19 made working conditions worse while 64% said they were worried about their physical health, and 
57% said they were about their mental health.11 
 
Finally, even with extensive vaccination programmes, the occupational risk to our members remains 
high. As variants continue to emerge, a higher level of PPE (specifically FFP3 face masks) must be 
used.  As part of their champion and challenge role, the Mayor must ensure the capital’s nursing 
workforce has access to the appropriate level of PPE.   

Increase the supply of and access to affordable housing for 
nursing staff in London  
 

RCN London is calling for the introduction of housing incentives to support the recruitment and 
retention of nursing staff in the capital.  This must include using excess NHS land and retaining it to 
provide short- and long-term affordable housing for nursing staff.   
 
In our survey about the cost of living and working in London, 79% of respondents said accommodation 
costs are taking up a bigger share of their income compared to five years ago, and for those who have 
already decided to leave London, eight out of ten respondents told us it was because of the high cost 
of accommodation.12  In addition, London’s private rental prices are the highest in the country and are 
exerting sustained pressure on nursing staff wanting to live and work in the capital.  This is 
exacerbated by the fact that nursing pay has not kept pace with the cost of living in London, further 
undermining the ability of nursing staff to stay in the capital.    
 
There is a significant lack of staff accommodation for nursing staff provided by employers, coupled 
with a lack of awareness about what staff accommodation is currently available.  In our survey, just 6% 
of respondents were aware of their employers helping with housing.13  Worryingly, there is no publicly 
available data to show what proportion of the NHS estate in London is currently providing staff 
accommodation.  This is curtailing collaboration between the NHS, the Greater London Authority, and 
other sectors to find creative solutions to make better use of existing housing stock on NHS land in 
London.    
 
Finally while there have been commitments to improve access to intermediate housing for key 
workers, progress to date has been slow and there is still a lack of clarity about who will be eligible for 
the initiatives, and when the supply of intermediate housing will be available.  In addition, RCN London 
is seeking reassurance that the announcement to reduce the number of new homes provided by the 
Affordable Homes Programme by 2026 will not adversely affect access for nursing staff.    

 

 



 

Implement free travel on public transport for nursing staff  
 

The newly elected Mayor of London must commit to providing free travel for nursing staff to support 
them to live and work in the capital.   
 
The cost of transport was second only to the cost of accommodation as the most challenging aspect of 
living in London.  Nursing staff in the capital are wholly dependent on London’s public transport 
system as 70% of London's nursing staff do not live and work in the same area and 28% work in more 
than one area.14  In addition, 73% of London’s nursing staff said discounted travel tied to employment 
was the most popular policy solution to help nursing staff stay in the capital.15   
 
Currently police officers and police community support officers (PCSOs) in the Metropolitan Police 
Service receive free travel on TfL services and there is no payment to TfL for this provision. Similar to 
police officers, registered nurses have a specific duty to intervene should a passenger become unwell, 
however nurses have yet to be afforded the same privilege of free travel.   
 
For more information, please contact John Considine, RCN London Communications Manager, on  
020 7647 3731 or via John.Considine@rcn.org.uk.   
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